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THE BREEDING OF LESSER AND GREATER FLAMINGOES IN EAST AFRICA
By L. BROWN
During1953LakeHanmngton,situated30milesfromNakuruin theRift Valley,supported




LakeHannington.A totalof fiveeggswereknowntohavebeenlaidin a smallcolonybutthey
wereimmediatelyknockedoffthenestsbytheirownersortroddenon. Evensupposing,however,
thatall these4,500nestshadrearedyoungtheyobviouslycouldnotaccountfor theenormous
populationof LesserFlamingoesthatexists. On Hanningtonthiswas estimatedat between




nosignwhateverofbreedingactivity. Followinguponthegoodrainsin April andMay 1954in





In anendeavourtoascertainthefactsI madeanaerialsurveyof lakesin SouthernKenyaand
NorthernTanganyikaon20thand21stAugust,1954. I wasaccompaniedbyP. R. O.Ballyofthe





hadbeenfoundbreedingin thiscrater. It wasnotpossibleon thisaerialsurveytovisit the
NgorongoroCrateronaccountof cloud.
Thefollowingweretheresultsobtainedfromthissurvey.





Lake Manyara. Largenumbersof adultLesserFlamingoesandsomeGreaterbutno signs
of breeding.
LakeBalangidaEidahanandBalangidaLelu. Completelydry,noflamingoes.
Lake Eyasi. All practicallydryexceptfor a fewpatchesof water,totallingseveralhundred
acresin extent,ononeofwhichtherewereabout4,000GreaterFlamingoes.
EmbagaiCrater Lake. A lineofflamingoesallroundtheshorebutnoindicationofbreeding;
thelakedidnotappearatall suitablesincetheshoresaresteeplyshelvingandnotmud. There




lake. Thereis a largeexpanseof waterherecausedby theinflowof streamandsprings,which





therefounda numberof scatterednestsin groupsof twoor threeor evensinglespacedwidely
apartin amannerunlikeanyflamingobreedingroundpreviouslyreported.Wethoughthatthe
youngwehadseenmusthavecomefromthesenestsbutin thelightof laterdiscoveriesthismay
nothavebeenso. Theyoungin thewaterwereaccompaniedbyafewadultsbutit wasevident
thattheyhadbeenlargelylefttothemselves.Theywereabouthesizeofafowlandwerecovered






springsunderMountGelai. The numbersin thewaterwerebeingaugmentedrapidlyfroma
stringof groupsandoddyoungbirdswhichcouldbeseentrekkingacrossthesodaflatfromthe




nests. This colonywasroughlytriangular,possiblya quarterof amilelong,andcouldnothave
containedlessthan50,000nests. It wasa compactcolony,butlikethegroupsof nestsbuilton
LakeHanningtonin 1953it consistedofclumpsandlinesofnestswithbarespacesbetween,rather
thana continuousmassof nests. On Hanningtontheaveragedensityofnestsin coloniesbuiltin


















formingthemselvesintoa compactknotin muchthesamewayasa Rugbyfootballserum.This
ispresumablyadefensiver actionagainstbirdsofprey.
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At thewesternextremityof thishugecolonyof LesserFlamingoestherewereat leasttwo
coloniesof GreaterFlamingoes,eachconsistingof 50to 100pairs,witheggsorverysmallyoung.
This is thefirstbreedingrecordfor the GreaterFlamingoin EastAfrica. They wereeasily
recognisablefromabovebythefollowingcharacteristics:-
(a) largersize; (b) generalpalerpinkcolour; (c) themuchmorebrilliantredin thewings
whenopened.It seemedprobablethatamongtheolder,nowdesertedcolonies,therehadbeen













1954,thoughby nomeansalltheadultsonthelakewerebreeding.M. W. Ridley(inlitt.)told
methatin 1953heestimatedthenumberof first-yearimmaturesonLakeHanningtonandother
placesasabout150,000ormoreinapopulationof overtwomillion. If thisisaregularproportion
of first-yearyoungtoadultsit is likelythatLakeNatronisoneofthemajorbreeC;!ingsitesin East
Africa,if notthemostimportant.
Otherpointsof interestin regardtothiscolonyareasfollow'-
(1) It isevidentthattheLesserFlamingobreedsin muchthesamewayastheGreaterFlamingo,
buildinga mudmoundnest,6-15incheshighandabout10-12inchesacrossthetop,layingan






(2) This colonywouldhavebeeninvisiblefromtheshoresof LakeNatronsinceit wasatleast
threemilesfromthenearestshorebelowMountGelai. It wouldhavebeenpossibletowalkright
roundthelakeandbeunawareof thecolony'sexistence.LocalAfricanswill saythatflamingoes











in thewaterat thebreedingplacemustalsobegreatsinceLakeNatronis shalloweverywhere
andin largeareasthered-brownalgaedominatetheblue-greenwhicharethenormalformin Lake
Hannington.Any freshwaterwhichthesmallyoungdemandmust,therefore,beprovidedby
theparentswhichpresumablygoto thefreshwaterspringsandcollectit. The youngarelikely
to needfreshwatersinceimmatureson LakeHanningtonshowa greaterfreshwaterdemand
thanadults.
(4) Mr. G. H. Swynnertonof theTanganyikaGameDepartmenthaskindlyforwardedtomea














egg-layingin groups. Thereweremanysuchgroupsor sub-coloniesin whichtheyoungwere
allof almostexactlythesamestageofdevelopment,indicatingthat50-200pairshadlaidtogether
onthesamedayoratleastwithinadayortwo.
Subsequentto thisflight,on22ndAugust,I walkedroundmostof thewesternshoreof Lake







ofwaterandI triedtocrossoneofthesearmsof waterata pointI hadmarkedfromtheaircraft
asbeingapproximatelythenarrowest.Thewaterwasveryshallowoverlyinga sodacrust,andI
hadnearlyreachedthefarsidewhenI becamefirmlystuckin themud,withtheresultthatlarge
chunksof solidsodagotinsidemygumbootsandI sustainedseveresodaburnsof thefeetwhich
keptmein bedfor threeweeks. It is evident,therefore,thatthiscolonywill notbeaccessible
withoutspecialisedequipment.It remainstobeseenwhetherit is a regularbreedinghauntand
thiswill bebestestablishedfromtheair. Aerialphotographymightpossiblybeusedto make
anactualcountofnestsonanotheroccasion.Thebirdswitheggsorsmallyoungdidnotappear
tobeundulydisturbedbyouraircraft,butbirdsstandingin thewateroraccompanyingherdsof
largeyoungtookwingveryreadily. It shouldbepossibleto avoiddesertionof coloniescaused
by low-flyingaircraft(ashasapparentlybeenknownin theCamargue)if sufficientcareis taken.
EastAfricanflamingoesappearin anyeventobemuchtamerandeasiertoapproachthanthose
of theCamargue.
